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. Stories of black history
come alive in Maryland
State Archives

by Paul Lagasse

he story of 14-year-old William Ross of
Annapolis reads like an adventure
straight out of a Robert Louis Stevenson
novel. Late one winter night, William
flees a life of hardship to hop a passing ship
and begin a new life in the West Indies.
Great stuff, until you read closer: William is
a slave fleeing not for adventure but for his life.
This “stout healthy lad,” according to his
owner, Ross, was one of a cadre of slaves who
fled their plantation in 1814 for the haven of
~  an enemy ship, the British frigate Menelaus,
. anchored near Annapolis. The War of 1812
" was raging, and British invaders were recruit-
ing slaves to fight Americans and to serve
overseas. Ross eventually became a cabin boy
and later wrote to his mother — in a letter
" intercepted by his former owner — to say that
- he had “shipped himself on board of one of his
~ majesty’s ships and was on the India Station.”
e Rachel Frazier, a research archivist at the
' Maryland State Archives, pieced together the
tory of William Ross from newspaper advertise-
nts for runaway and captured slaves, census
ds, court dockets and correspondence. Such
yrds make up the Maryland State Archives’
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February Feature
Fried Seafood
Combo
with 2 Crab Balls, 2 Oysters,
2 Shrimp & Fish. A[[__rrwd

with your choice of two sides
and warm lm.ad upon request

Open for Breakfast
Sat & Sun 9am
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Stories like Ross™ help close the gap of
centuries, Frazier says, because they seem as
real today as when they happened. “When you
read so many stories of slaves escaping and
later being recaptured, you cheer for them
when they are successful,” Frazier says.

The documents identified and preserved by
the project tell countless long-forgotten stories
of ordinary people who lived in extraordinary
times. Each one reminds us we have been two
nations, black and white, since our founding.

We Live Where Slaves Labored

Stories discovered by the archivists send
that truth home to Chesapeake Country. We
live on land where slaves once labored.

From 1820 to 1850, Anne Arundel County
had the second-largest total number of slaves
and freed blacks of any county in Maryland,
according to census records. As the total popula-

in t.he g)tal populatio

On the other hand, in Calvert County,
which had less than a third of the total popu=%
lation of Anne Arundel, the total percentage of
people who were slaves steadily increased = =
from 42 percent to nearly 50 by 1850, as the's
number of freed blacks also increased. _

A survey of runaway slave ads in the B
timore Sun from those years shows that near-
ly half — 42 percent — of all runaway slaves
in Maryland were from Anne Arundel and = &
Calvert counties. o

Despite what these numbers might sug- =
gest, the total number of slaveholders in Chesa="
peake Country was comparatively small: in kS
1860, only three percent of Anne Arundel resi-
dents owned slaves, while five percent of
Calvert County residents did. Most slavehold~
ers owned just one slave, and only 10 percent of
slaveholders owned more than 15. -

Where we live, slaves yearned and plotted:
for freedom in remarkable ways. 3

Calvert County has its own escape from :
slavery to the sea. Eighteen-year-old Frisby Har-
ris, enslaved by William Harris, was working on#

a farm on the Patuxent River on July 15, 181 :
when the British raider Severn sailed into hi
world. Harris escaped aboard and made his
enemy’s enemy his friend. Four days later,
the British burned down the Calvert County
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FLOWERS & GIFTS

www.GreenstreetGardens.com
410-867-9500

3141 Solomons Island Rd., Edgewater
410-956-7278 * www.marylandframing.com
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« Chef Cre:
cal Oysters . raw or steamed local oysters with Shucker Eric

2010 BEST OF THE BAY WINNER!
Sweatovd BuatHer
Fridays * 5-8:30pm e $22.99
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For hours, menu, events & more visit us nnllne WWW SkippersPier.com

410-867-7110 * 6158 Drum Point Rd, Deale, MD 20751 , OFEN
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